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ABSTRACT 
This research paper identifies an elite group of actors within 
the United States, composed of US government officials, academia, 
think thanks, as well as members of the mass media, heretofore 
referred to as the terrorism-defining elite. This paper presents 
evidence of this elite- group’s control over the definition of 
terrorism in the public sphere. This dominance is facilitated and 
maintained on account of their wide access to the mainstream 
media outlets and public platforms. This paper argues that behind 
the ideas and policies advocated by this elite, lies a particular 
discourse of   American exceptionalism.  This paper further posits 
that the conversion of the media, academia, think tanks and 
government institutions, and the dominance of their unified 
perspective has resulted in a reduction of voices and viewpoints 
addressing this topic, marginalizing and silencing alternative 
perspectives. Subsequently, the options and understanding 
available to those living within open societies to respond to the 
phenomenon of terrorism, are thus severely limited. One result of 
this phenomenon is that only certain groups of people are being 
labeled as terrorists, whereas others, such as white supremacists, 
are escaping it and thus, comparatively, being allowed to operate 
freely, posing a grave threat to the American democracy. 
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
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 
 
 
 
 
-3-
 
 
 
 
Introduction 
It took Alex P. Schmid and Joseph J. Easson over a hundred 
pages, in their book, The Routlege Handbook of Terrorism 
Research, to compile and list all 260 different definitions of 
terrorism.Schmid, one of the leading scholars in the field of 
terrorism research describes that although the UN has been trying 
since the early 1970s, there is not yet a universally accepted 
definition of terrorism: 
Terrorism is a contested concept. While there are many 
national and regional definitions, there is no universal legal 
definition approved by the General Assembly of the United 
Nations. The one proposed by the Security Council in Res. 1566 
(2004) is non-binding, lacking legal authority in international law. 
The ad hoc Committee on Terrorism of the 6th (legal) Committee 
of the General Assembly has, with some interruptions, been trying 
to reach a legal definition since 1972 - but in vain.  
In the absence of a universally agreed upon definition of 
terrorism, the media in an open society, shouldthus function as a 
neutral platform that welcomes all perspectives and definitions, 
equally and objectively. 
In their book Televising ‘Terrorism’ (Schlesinger, Murdock, 
& Elliott, 1983) Schlesinger et al, point out that there are various 
contending perspectives on the question of terrorism.  However, 
four main perspectives can be identified: the "official," which 
Terrorism-Defining Elite 
Mohamed Osman Elsayed Mukhtar 
 -4-
represents the government position; the "populist," which represent 
popular and nationalist right-leaning viewpoints; the "alternative" 
which represent liberal and progressive academics’ and 
intellectuals’ position, and the "oppositional" which represents 
groups engaged in political violence and their political wings and 
sympathizers(these four perspectives will be discussed further in the 
subsection titled:Manifestations of Elite-Defined Terror). 
The social responsibility theory is held by both academics 
and media professionals, as one of the most advanced, ethical and 
thoughtful media theories, and that it is the theoretical system best 
suited for open and informed societies.  As it pertains to the topic of 
this paper, the social responsibility theory encourages journalists to 
provide contextual coverage of terrorism. Additionally,social 
responsibility theory advocates that the media should act as a 
neutral forum for conflicting definitions and perspectives on 
terrorism,without taking sides or limiting the scope and range of 
differing viewpoints.  
 The social responsibility theory emerged out of the 1947 
Hutchins' Committee report.  The private commission headed by 
Robert Maynard Hutchins argued that the media should: 
1) Provide a "truthful, comprehensive account of the day's 
events in a context which gives them meaning"; 
2) Serve as a "forum for the exchange of comment and 
criticism"; 
 
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3) Offer a "representative picture of the constituent groups 
of society"; 
4) Present and clarify the "goals and values of society"; 
5) Provide "full access to the day's intelligence". 
 As is the case with other important public topics, contests over 
definitions of terrorismare not merely disagreements among scholars, 
butactually are part of larger ideological contests in society. A critical 
look will reveal that conflicting perspectives and contests over 
definitions of terrorism are not just word games.  Rather, real political 
outcomes are at stake.  Schlesinger, et al. contends: 
…if the public or sufficient sections of it can be persuaded that 
the state's perspective on a given war against terrorism is 
questionable, this might imply a weakening of support.  On the 
other hand, if the public can be persuaded that the state is right, this 
helps mobilize support for transferring resources from welfare to 
security. 
Contrary to the expectation in a democratic society of a 
separation of powers, there is a growing phenomenon of the 
convergence and an overlap among media, academia and government 
institutions.  This phenomenon has been gaining momentum over the 
last half century, and remains at a concerning level until today. This 
convergence of these institutions becomes critically clear during times 
of crisis, such as during a terrorist attack. 
Accordingly, this paper argues that as a consequence of the 
convergence of media, academia, and government, terrorism-
defining elite has emerged.  The dominance of the public sphere 
and media platforms, in particular, by these elite, limits the scope of 
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the discussion on the terrorism phenomenon. In turn,these results in 
a limitation of the options and choices societies are presented with 
in dealing with such crisis. 
Therefore, this paper seeks to examine this dilemma by 
addressing specifically, the following topics: 
 The position of the media within the power structure in the 
United States. 
 The power-elite and the media. 
 Revolving door patterns. 
 The terrorism-defining elite, the history of American 
exceptionalism and US foreign policy. 
 The terrorism-defining elite and the war on terror. 
 Manifestations of elite-defined terror. 
 Features of the terrorism-definingelite actors 
 The terrorism industry: The government sector. 
 The terrorism industry: The private sector, think tanks. 
 The terrorism industry: The media. 
 The terrorism industry: The domestic front. 
1. The Position of the Media within the Power Structure in 
the United States. 
a. The Power-Elite and the Media 
References to the maintenance of power within America 
generate opinion differences between those who believe it to lie in 
the hands one small elite group, and others who insist it is held by 
 
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several counterbalancing elite groups. Floyd Hunter and C. Wright 
Mills, in Kornhauser, suggest that all of America is controlled by 
one power elite. However, because organized individuals have little 
power, Kornhauser believes the issue of today is how many and 
what groups are holding America’s reins of power. 
Ideally, in ademocratic society, the right to express and 
protect one’s interests is equally held throughout society. 
Problematic power imbalances occur whenever accessibility to 
government policy-makers becomes directly proportional to 
one’sbusiness and/or economic status; the more money one has, the 
more influence over, and access to government officials they have. 
The average American voters’ interests, lie in grassroots 
organizations.  Some of these organizations promote and attempt to 
implement power imbalance deterrents such as term limitations for 
elected officials, limits on campaign contributions, and better 
enforcement of and stricter rules for conflict of interest cases. 
 However, the elite who typically wield greater economic control 
over communities, also wield a great deal of decision-making 
authority within those local communities, making the objectives of 
the grassroots organizations, attempting toact in the interest of the 
average citizen, often difficult to achieve. 
Robert Dahl, believing that a useful method to examine this 
phenomenon was to compile and analyze political decisions in a 
particular community focusing on the winners of disputes and the 
role different groups played in the resulting decision, suggests that 
we live in a polyarchy society instead of an oligarchy. In 
Kornhauser, on account of his a small scaleNew Haven, CT study, 
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Dahl posits that democracy is working.  But that on a larger scale, 
power is held by a few elite, primarily white male corporate leaders, 
who influence government policies and procedures effectively 
controlling the very existence of the small-scaled communities, like 
New Haven.  However, importantly, Dahl’s study indicates that 
varied power groups can co-exist, but because this study was so far 
from the true seat of power in our country, Washington, DC, it does 
not necessarily indicate America is a pluralist, therefore democratic, 
society. Elitists have used Dahl’s study to further the illusion of a 
perfect American democratic society. Sociologists may even argue 
that single cities don’t matter; power at the national level is what 
counts. 
Throughout America’s history, the power holdings have 
revolved: After 1776, small towns and groups prevailed; 1890s, 
industrialist’s grabbed power; 1930s with the New Deal Era, the 
wealthy began to lose power; World War II, corporate power was 
restored.C. Wright Mills’ book,The Power Elite, caused 
controversy because he wrote that a small group of men were 
responsible for government policy but not accountable or even 
known to the public.  The group consisted of three components: the 
military leaders, corporate directors, and the government planners 
and executives.  He noted that they weren’t conspirators, but 
proposed a strong set of interests that coincide. They had schooling, 
religious beliefs, and backgrounds in common allowing them to 
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communicate easily. 
According to Mills, that group represents the highest level of 
power, but there were two more levels.  The next is the middle 
level, made up of congress, and special interests groups.  They do 
not formulate policies they only passedjudgment on policies.  The 
last level of power is actually without power; it is the mass public 
who are swayed by the elites’ ability to manipulate their perception 
through savvy and strategic use of mass media. 
It is possible to consider a different break down of this power 
structure emphasizing that the power elite is represented by four 
institutional sectors: corporations, business policy groups, non-
profit organizations, and social clubs.  Cross-membership within 
these institutions results in an elite network.  These elitists 
promotecorporate welfare, but those affiliated with several 
corporations, called the inner group, tend to be protectors of big 
business interests in general, instead of narrow industry interests. 
 The evolution of this structure has led to the establishment of a 
corporate class, implementing a revolving door policy for its 
members, which includes holding government offices, and positions 
with academia and think tanks. 
Media businesses represent essential links in the power elite 
network comprising this corporate class structure. Because the major 
media companies, newspaper, radio and television, are interlocked with 
business policy groups, universities, social clubs and other corporations, 
many, like the New York Times and theWashington Post, represent the 
inner group of the corporate structure whose primary objective is 
securing the welfare of big business. 
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Protecting big business means implementing long-term 
foundations of capitalism using strategies which deter dissent and 
maintain stability.  The inner group, comprised of leaders of major 
corporations willing to sacrifice their own specific needs to 
maintain this capitalist society, concedes to some government 
regulations, trade unions, civil rights, and social welfare.  This 
corporate liberal outlook is reflected in the major media 
corporations.  Exposing Watergate, government corruption both 
domestically and internationally,and business ethic violations are to 
maintain a long-term capitalist system.  This watch dogging and 
reporting tend to make big media appear to be relatively 
autonomous and actually truth-seeking. 
But media battles are strategically chosen to maintain stability. 
 After all, if there are riots in the streets, such as those that took place 
around the country in the 1960s, or those in Los Angeles in the 1990s, 
or even those as recent as in Charlottesville, VA in 2017, business 
could be disrupted and therefore money lost.  If people become too 
disgruntled or too dissatisfied, their fight could topple the corporate 
empire and its leaders could lose their elitist positions. If the most 
oppressed people in this country are not contained in prisons or 
defused, another revolutionary era could this time be fatal to the 
power elite’s position in the driver’s seat of our society. 
The patterns of affiliation also suggest that four companies, 
those that publish the New York Times, the Washington Post, the 
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Los Angeles Times, and the Wall Street Journal, represent the 
newspaper industry’s part of the national power structure.  These 
four papers speak not only for the directors and owners, but also for 
the inner group of the larger capitalist class.  This is not to deny that 
they have a degree of autonomy and independence; they are not 
mere tools of this class.But the structural links help to maintain and 
reinforce the ideology of corporate liberalism that these papers 
share with the inner group. 
b. Revolving Door Patterns 
Richard Erickson, et al. in their book Visualizing Deviance 
argue that journalists join with other agents of control as a kind of 
deviance-defining elite, using the news media to provide an 
ongoing articulation of the proper bounds of behavior in all 
organized spheres of life.The terrorism-defining elite possess the 
power to: (1) Define what issues will enter the sphere of public 
awareness and discussion; (2) Define the terms of the discussion; 
(3) Define who will speak on the topics selected; (4) Manage and 
control the ensuing debates.  
In the University Of Minnesota School Of Journalism’s News 
Shapes Study, Marc Cooper and Laurence C. Soley found that the 
same group of political experts appeared on the ABC, CBS, and 
NBC evening news time and time again.  This study excluded the 
morning news shows, Nightline, This Week with David Brinkley, 
20/20, Meet the Press, and Face the Nation, The MacNeil/Lehrer 
News Hour, CNN, and local broadcasts.  Less than one-fifth of all 
experts used in their study period comprised more than half the 
group’s air time.  The experts tended to be East Coast males, 
Terrorism-Defining Elite 
Mohamed Osman Elsayed Mukhtar 
 -12-
Republicans, ex-government officials and representatives from 
conservative Washington, D.C. think tanks.  
 Glenn Greenwald points out in his 2012 Salon article entitled 
The Sham “Terrorism Expert” Industry thatsimilarly, this small 
group of rotating elites who are often embedded in both the 
government and D.C. think tanks, also frequently contribute to all 
of major network news stations including CNN, MSNBC and CBS. 
They routinely stick together, defendingeach other and the ideas 
that everyone in the clique is espousing. This is done out of pure 
self-interest, as they continually benefit from the idea that the threat 
of terrorism is much greater than it is in reality, emphasizing the 
need for their own services and so-called expertise. The majority of 
those comprising this power club are coming equally from similar 
backgrounds as describe above by Cooper and Soley. They are 
largely white, male, Republican and Judeo-Christian. Sebastian 
Gorka, a highly controversial expertwho continues to be presented 
as such throughout network television, while until mid-2017 held a 
top advisory position within the Trump administration, not only has 
questionable academic legitimacy but has well-established ties to 
far right, and neo Nazi groups in Eastern Europe, according to 
reports in The Atlantic, The Rolling Stone and Haaretz. ,, Similarly, 
Peter Bergen, Paul Cruickshank, Daveed Gartenstein Ross, and JM 
Bergen all hold positions throughout D.C. political institutions and 
think tanks, testifying in front of the US congress, holding 
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government advisory roles, and frequently being presented as 
experts in the media illustrating the dangerous convergence of three 
fields that, for the sake of a thriving democracy, should maintain a 
well-established degree of independence.  
In the first 24 hours following a crisis event such as a 
terrorist attack, it is common for hundreds of reporters to call 
thescholars at D.C. based think tanks such as the Center for 
Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), American Enterprise 
Institute (AEI), and the former New American Century.The 
question is whether these think tank scholars’ point of view differs 
from the official positions of individuals within the government. 
 Ideally, “think tanks are about the only place a journalist can turn 
to get any information that’s alternative to what the government is 
handing out,” said Candace Crandall, CSIS communications 
director. However, Washington think tanks, such as CSIS, AEI as 
well as the Brookings Institute, and the Carnegie Endowment, have 
shifted their focus from research to sound bites, usually from ex- 
and likely future-government officials. 
Certain individuals have long been jumping between roles 
within the power-elite triad. An exemplification of the phenomenon 
of the convergence is the well-known conservative media 
personality David Gergen. In his early career he was used as a 
neutral analyst during Ronald Reagan’s final term as president 
when the scandals of Iran-Contra, Edwin Meese and Wedtech, and 
the non-confirmation of Robert Bork were seen as detrimental to 
the Republicans’ chances for the 1988 election.Gergen was one of 
the most sought after observers of presidential affairs on TV with 
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hundreds of appearances from the time he entered the Nixon 
administration until he formally became a member of the press 
corps in the early 21st century.   
Terrorism-Defining Elite Power Triad. 
Illustrating that although this problem has been recently 
escalating, it is not a new dilemma. In a 1984 New Republic essay, 
Gergen predicted “Reagan has a chance of becoming even more of 
a national father figure than he already is” and “could make himself 
the force that binds the country together and points it toward larger 
purposes.”While initially he was typically only identified in the 
media as an editor for U.S. News and World Report, Gergen had 
been Reagan’s White House communications director from 1981 to 
1983, not giving the full contextual background to the viewer.  In 
1980 Gergen helped stage rehearsals of the presidential debates and 
was a paid consultant to the Bush campaign. Gergen was also an 
analyst during the first Bush administration. 
After Gergen’s direction of the 1976 Republican presidential 
campaign he joined the conservative American Enterprise 
Institute.Gergen had also been a speech writer for Richard Nixon 
during Watergate and was, by his own admission, one of the last to 
accept Nixon’s role in Watergate.Gergen’s ties to Reagan were not 
identified during Gergen’s February 6, 1987 appearance on NBC 
when he stated: “The staff is the one who helps [Reagan] 
understand the world around him.  If the staff isn’t up to that, he’s 
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not going to have the acute sense he needs to be president” in 
response to media stories that Reagan was unaware of the issues in 
his presidency in its final years. 
In the earlier part of his career, Gergen moved back and forth 
between U.S. News & World Report, PBS and the White House.  He 
was the top adviser to President Bill Clinton before he resigned and 
went back to U.S. News and World Report.As of this writing, 
Gergen holds the formal position of senior political analyst for 
CNN, and is a professor and co-director of the Harvard Kennedy 
School Center for Public Leadership, clearly illustrating the 
convergence among government decisions makers, academics and 
media practitioners. 
Former officials of the Reagan administration were used as 
experts in the administration of Reagan’s former vice president, 
George Bush.  Former, AEI analyst Richard N. Perle resigned as 
assistant secretary of defense in May 1987.  He made over 20 
appearances during which he described how the elimination of all 
nuclear arms is unrealistic, that a U.S. air presence in Europe was 
necessary under NATO strategy, that behind Gorbachev’s peace 
proposals was a hidden agenda, and that the U.S. moved too quickly 
into arms agreements.  The New Republic described Perle as the one 
who was “heavily responsible for torpedoing SALT II” . 
Former Assistant Secretary of State Elliott Abrahms was out of 
office less than a month before he became a TV network analyst on 
Nicaragua and El Salvador. Under Reagan, Abrahms had supported 
the contra war and U.S. intervention in El Salvador. He was then 
convicted of the crime of withholding information during the 
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investigation into the Iran-Contra scandal, and was controversially 
pardoned by President H.W. Bush.  Despite this, today he is a 
member of the conservative think tank, The Council on Foreign 
Relations, as a specialist on the Middle East and North Africa. 
Abrahms, along with Perle’s former deputy assistant secretary of 
defense, Frank J. Gaffney, Jr., and former Wyoming Senator 
Malcolm Wallop, founded the Center for Security Policy. 
Currently, it is a well-known conservative institute,partnering with 
other similar thank tanks such as World Encounter Institute, in 
spreadingislamophobicpropaganda., 
Obama administration officials were equally involved in 
similar revolving doorpatterns as those seen throughout the Reagan, 
H.W Bush and Clinton eras. Larry Summers was the 71st Secretary 
of the Treasury in the Clinton Administration, as well as 
the Director of the White House National Economic Council in 
the Obama Administration. He was the President of Harvard 
University, and Chief Economist of the World Bank. Currently, he 
is a senior fellow at Center for American Progress.  Matthew 
Goodman wasthe White House coordinator under Obama, for Asia-
Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) and the East Asia Summit. 
He also served as director for international economics on the 
National Security Council staff. Before this, Goodman was senior 
adviser to the Under Secretary for Economic, Energy, and 
Agricultural Affairs at the U.S. Department of State. Currently, he 
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is a senior fellow at Center for Strategic International Studies.  
 The creation of the power-elite, who seem to organically 
disseminate the definition of terrorism based on the group of elites’ 
agenda, whether acting in good or bad faith, according to 
Greenwald, is a threat to American democracy.Supporters of 
conservative and liberal policies should be equally concerned about 
this lack of objectivity, separation of powers, and transparency 
within Washington. Currently, and throughout recent history the 
conservatives have held the majority of influence over this power 
elite, but at any time this balance of power could shift. Despite the 
short term gains that may be wielded by individuals or groups who 
at any given point hold this power, the long term consequences may 
be catastrophic. And these consequences are only being amplified 
in this era due to the prolific presence and effects of worldwide 
social media usage. The profound effects of social media on the 
perception of news and/or fake news is outside the scoop of this 
writing, but it must be noted that the challenges addressed here, that 
have been growing over the last four decades, will continue to grow 
exponentially with the massive expansion of social media 
throughout the world.  
2. The Terrorism-Defining Elite, Us Foreign Policy and The 
History of American Exceptionalism Ideology 
According to Marc Bennet, the rationale behind major US 
foreign policy articulations is based on a particular ideology of 
American exceptionalism.  This has beentherationale used, 
beginning withRonald Reagan’s cold war rhetoric of combatting the 
international terror network, through the rhetoric of W. Bush’s war 
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on terror and in the years following September 11, 2001 where 
much of the language in Washington revolves around Islamic 
terror.Bennet defines the ideology of American exceptionalism as 
follows: 
The belief in the exceptional nature of the American 
experiment is deeply rooted in American culture, myths, and norms. 
American exceptionalism represents three unique but 
complimentary ideas that America is God’s “chosen nation,” has a 
unique mission to spread its values, and is a force for good against 
evil. This political myth greatly influences the creation and 
construction of foreign policy, leading to a missionary zeal in which 
America patrols the world’s desserts and jungles. 
Bennet further argues that the myth of American 
exceptionalism had become the rationale behind an American self-
described sacred mission to destroy evil, worldwide. This notion of 
America’s chosen mission,  became the organizing principle for 
polices adopted by all successive US administrations- particularly 
polices relating to combating terrorism since the Reagan era and 
remains until today. 
The rhetoric grounded in the Exceptionalism myth led to the 
adoption of very specific counterterrorism policies that focused on 
military operations and painted terrorism broadly. The combination 
of American Exceptionalism and the “War on Terror” led to a 
depoliticization of terrorism and made a counter-narrative almost 
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impossible to take hold. The sustainability of the rhetoric and 
policies that drive the “War on Terror” seems unshakeable. 
The New Republic’s staff writer Sarah Jones described the 
US foreign policy establishment as being monolithic: 
The foreign policy establishment is remarkably monolithic, 
which helps explain why the anti-war candidate Barack Obama 
ended up on the side of that establishment so often during his 
presidency. The results have not been encouraging. 
Senator Bernie Sanders is the only politician in recent times 
to break away with the discourse of American exceptionalism, 
according to Jones: 
Bernie Sanders's speech at Westminster College was an 
attempt to break through the calcified ideologies of the national 
security establishment.(...) In keeping with his progressive 
campaign for president, Sanders attacked the shibboleths of the 
foreign policy elite, while formulating an alternative way to look at 
national security that incorporated his egalitarian economic views. 
“Inequality, corruption, oligarchy, and authoritarianism are 
inseparable,” Sanders said. “They must be understood as part of the 
same system, and fought in the same way.” He added, “Foreign 
policy must take into account the outrageous income and wealth 
inequality that exists globally and in our own country”. 
In his Westminster College speech, Sanders criticized the 
national security and foreign policy establishment’s unchanging 
narrative and offeredan alternative vision. 
Some in Washington continue to argue that “benevolent 
global hegemony” should be the goal of our foreign policy, that the 
Terrorism-Defining Elite 
Mohamed Osman Elsayed Mukhtar 
 -20-
US, by virtue of its extraordinary military power, should stand 
astride the world and reshape it to its liking. I would argue that the 
events of the past two decades, particularly the disastrous Iraq war 
and the instability and destruction it has brought to the region, have 
utterly discredited that vision. The goal is not for the United States 
to dominate the world. Nor, on the other hand, is our goal to 
withdraw from the international community and shirk our 
responsibilities under the banner of “America First.” Our goal 
should be global engagement based on partnership, rather than 
dominance. This is better for our security, better for global stability, 
and better for facilitating the international cooperation necessary to 
meet shared challenges.Here’s a truth that you don’t often hear 
about too often in the newspapers, on the television, or in the halls 
of Congress. But it’s a truth we must face. Far too often, American 
intervention and the use of American military power has produced 
unintended consequences which have caused incalculable harm. 
Yes, it is reasonably easy to engineer the overthrow of a 
government. It is far harder, however, to know the long term impact 
that that action will have. 
However, it is worth noting that Sanders’s vision for an 
egalitarian foreign policy that breaks away with an entrenched 
ideology of an American exceptionalism stands out as an exception. 
The rule in US foreign policy history,from Regan’s era until now, 
has been an endless strategy of militaristic counter- insurgency. 
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On January 28, 1981, in his first press conference, Secretary 
of State Alexander M. Haig, Jr. made the announcement, on behalf 
of the Reagan administration, that U.S. foreign policy would shift 
its focus from human rights to international terrorism as a result of 
his own contention that the Soviet Union was heavily involved in 
the development of international terrorism, a situation which 
possibly threatened the fabric of Western Civilization. 
 There were four groups representing the political right that 
highly influenced the Reagan administration, which could be 
categorized as follows:    1) the Reagan party establishment, which 
was comprised of Vice President George Bush, Secretary of 
Defense Caspar Weinberger,  Secretary of State, Alexander Haig, 
and the American Enterprise Institute, 2) The traditional right wing 
establishment, which was comprised of people such as William F. 
Buckley, action groups such as the American Security Council, 
think tanks such as the Hoover Institution and the Institute for 
Contemporary Studies, and publications like National Review and 
Human Events; 3) The modern right wing establishment which was 
comprised of the Heritage Foundation and major financiers such as 
Joseph Coors and Richard Mellon Scaife; 4) The Neoconservatives, 
represented by Commentary magazine and action groups such as 
The Committee on the Present Danger. 
 All four groups in the Reagan administration were 
represented in the Jerusalem Conference of July 1979.  This was a 
coalition of powerful individuals and groups which had been 
organized so that a consensus could be achieved that would place 
international terrorism at the top of the administration’s foreign 
Terrorism-Defining Elite 
Mohamed Osman Elsayed Mukhtar 
 -22-
policy agenda when it assumed office in January 1981. However,  one 
of the most important sources of information on terrorism used by the 
Regan administration as well as at this conference was a book written 
by Clair Sterling entitled The Terror Network: The Secret of 
International Terrorism, which the Reagan administration considered 
definitive on the subject of terrorism, and which had also been cited 
on a number of occasions by Alexander Haig himself and National 
Security advisor Richard V. Allen in support of the administration’s 
policies in regard to international terrorism. However, there have been 
numerous inconsistencies with the sources and CIA documents used 
in the writing of Sterling’s book, calling into question the value of the 
information contained within, posing a threat to the legitimacy of the 
decisions regarding the international terrorism threat being promoted 
by the Reagan administration.  
 Following the dramatic trend initiated by the Reagan 
administration, there was a quiet tendency of US government 
officials to internalize the idea of American exceptionalism, thereby 
requiring the USA to be the worldwide terror watch dog. As 
described by Marc Bennet in his 2017 piece, Bill Clinton adapted 
the language used during the cold war to fit the terrorism model and 
began to impose economic sanctions around the world to further the 
pursuit of the American political and ideological agenda. It was 
done under the guise of the threat of terrorism and America’s divine 
responsibility in solving the problem. 
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 Until and throughout the Clinton administration, the response 
to the international terrorism network was largely based off of the 
historical Soviet threat with small adaptations to fit slightly 
different international actors. However, during President George W. 
Bush’s administration there was a pivotal moment that would until 
today, serve as a crucial turning point in how the USA and the 
world deals with terror. On September 11th, 2001 the USA suffered 
the greatest terrorist attack in modern history. This not only 
shattered the moral of the American people, but it emboldened 
American policy makers to push forth an even stronger anti-terror 
agenda, as they defined it. Thus, the war on terror was born. 
 Within two years of the 9/11 attacks, the US military invaded 
both Iraq and Afghanistan and the general worldwide US military 
presence had grown exponentially. These two wars on terror were 
initiated by what is well-known now to be flawed intelligence citing 
weapons of mass destruction (WMDs). Furthermore, the US 
military presence had grown by the end of the Bush 
administration’s term to have a presence in approximately 60 
countries around the world proving to serve the neo-con agenda.  
 Although President Barack Obama was vehemently opposed 
to the Iraq war, he supported the broad-spectrum approach to 
addressing worldwide terror. Obama worked to end the wars in 
which the USA was engaged throughout the Middle East in a 
responsible way. But he furthered the so-called war on terror based 
on how it had thus far been defined by the elite, despite potential 
initial flaws along every step of the way, going as far back as the 
Reagan administration. By the time Obama’s term ended, the USA 
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had a military presence in 75 countries, in pursuit of the terror 
perpetrators. According to Bennet, based on a particular belief in 
American exceptionalism, Reagan, Bush, Clinton, W.Bush and 
Obama perpetuated the necessity for the USA to be the chosen 
power to rid the world of such wrong-doers, thereby enacting very 
specific legislation and policies based on the original flawed and 
exceptional understanding of the USA’s position in the world. 
 Perhaps the only force among the US elites, greater than the 
idea of American exceptionalism, was the ideas that were and are 
still espoused by the neoconservatives in Washington -beginning 
largely in the 1960s and 1970s but really taking root after 9/11. A 
small group of largely Judeo-Christian individuals had become 
disenfranchised with leftist liberal policies that they saw to be in 
excess, without sufficient spending on defense and military. They 
propagated anideathat also had roots in US exceptionalism, of 
spreading American values around the globe. According to Bennet, 
their views were more based in fear, than a mythical ideal. The 
Washington and East Coast neo-cons saw expansive defense 
spending and military growth as the only way to ensure US 
hegemony and long-term security. This was originally manifested 
in the response to the Cold war. But after the fall of the Soviet 
Union their energies turned to the war on terror. 
 Frank Donner’s book The Age of Surveillanceexemplifies the 
attitudes of these neo-cons describing the concept of terrorism an 
extremely useful tool in to accomplish their goals. 
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The primary contemporary candidate for expanded 
intelligence operations is terrorism, a phenomenon that has 
profoundly shocked popular consciousness in all countries in the 
West, even those that are not so far theaters of terrorism.  Its intent 
as a tactic is to generate fear, and it has unquestionably succeeded.  
3. The Terrorism-Defining Elite and the “War on Terror”. 
The terrorism industry’s public sector of government comprises 
agencies and officials who formulate and establish policy and provide 
opinions and data concerning official action and methods or plans of 
attack on terrorist activity as addressed in interviews, press 
conferences, press releases, speeches, conferences, hearings, and 
reports.  Government administrations from Reagan to Trump have 
been directly establishing policy influenced by theterrorism industry 
apparatus, as the so-called threat of terrorism had become a featured 
aspect of the power-triad.  According to Edward S. Herman and Gerry 
O’Sullivan in their book The Terrorism Industry, terrorism was not 
based on any real or major threat but… 
...rather has been contrived and inflated for ideological and 
propaganda purposes, with a selected focus on retail violence 
designed to obscure and justify further Western-based primary 
violence.  Under these circumstances, the ideological and 
propaganda aspects of terrorism are actually the predominant 
features of policy on the subject, and the government propaganda 
effort will bulk large. 
Given the greater governmental anxieties over terrorism in 
the 1980s, the buildup of military forces increased dramatically to 
culminate in 2017 as one of the largest global military presences in 
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American history.  The increased military buildup comes at a cost 
of approximately 649 billion dollars, as proposed by President 
Trump for the 2018 military budget. As stated directly from the 
Department of Defense and current Secretary of Defense, the 
increase in budget is to increase war fighting readiness. 
Specifically, the department highlights budget expenses to be 
largely focused on fighting terror threats from ISIS, as well as 
throughout Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan. However, as cited by Hall 
Gardner, since the fall of the Cold War and the nearly globally 
accepted strategy to fight the Soviets, known as NSC-68, there has 
been a vacuum in strategy policy and the US has been acting and 
reacting ineffectively to the so-called terror threat in ad hoc way 
without reason, foresight or long-term strategy.  
In August 2017, President Trump announced that there will be 
an additional buildup of troops on the ground in Afghanistan, claiming 
on national television that his strategy will be dramatically different 
than those before him, and thus successful. President George W. Bush 
initiated the war in Afghanistan with a dramatic troop presence. 
President Obama campaigned for office on a platform promising to 
end the wars in the Middle East. In an attempt to responsibly end the 
violence and instability in Afghanistan he too ordered a buildup of 
troops in 2009. After successfully forcing a Taliban retreat, US troop 
levels decreased, only to allow for the Taliban’s return in the early 
teens of the 21st century.  
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At the behest of the many military generals currently 
operating within the Trump administration, including Secretary of 
Defense, Mattis, a position typically held by a civilian as well as 
General Kelly, Chief of Staff, also a position typically held by a 
civilian, Trump too has vowed to increase troop levels to fight and 
bring an end to terrorism. His stated intent is to rootout the terrorists 
and combat terrorist ideology in a way that he has touted as new, 
but according to Joshua Geltzer of the Atlantic, is nothing but 
recycled plan that has been in use for the last 16 years with a touch 
of new dogmatic rhetoric.  
Another government agency that was reorganized and whose 
powers were expanded for the explicit purpose of combating 
terrorism,beginning during the Reagan Administration was the 
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA).  Retired 
National Guard General Louis O. Giuffrida, who had served under 
then-Governor Reagan as the director of Operation Cable Splicer, 
which in the late 1960s legalized the mass arrests and detention of 
antiwar protestors, was appointed as FEMA’s director.  According 
to Diana Reynolds a series of 1983 amendments to the Defense 
Production Act, the Defense Resources Act, and the Strategic and 
Critical Materials Stockpiling Act that were designed for FEMA, 
granted both that agency and the Defense Department powers to 
invoke martial law, seize private property, and to take control of the 
means of production, as well as the systems of banking and 
communications, in the case of a declared “emergency.”  Power 
grabbing had gotten so out of hand, that after FEMA had arrogated 
unto itself additional “emergency czar” powers “beyond the scope 
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of laws and directives,” Attorney General William French Smith 
felt compelled to admonish National Security Adviser Robert 
McFarlane in a 1984 letter that protested the seizure of powers by 
FEMA and “the expansion of the definition of severe emergencies 
to encompass ‘routine’ domestic law enforcement emergencies.” 
During this same time, the US Department of State also 
initiated the Antiterrorism Assistance Program, whose mandate 
today remains: “From prevention of terrorist attacks to responding 
to and mitigating terrorist attacks, ATA helps partner nations build 
critical capabilities across a wide spectrum of counterterrorism 
skills.” However, as if there were not enough to combat terrorism at 
a global scale, as defined and deemed necessary by the power elite, 
there currently exists additionally: 
 Countering the Financing of Terrorism Finance (CFT) 
 Counterterrorism Partnerships Fund (CTPF) 
 Foreign Emergency Support Team (FEST) 
 Global Counterterrorism Forum (GCTF) 
 International Security Events Group (ISEG) 
 Regional Strategic Initiative (RSI) 
 Technical Support Working Group (TSWG) 
 Terrorist Screening and Interdiction Programs (TSI) 
 Trans-Sahara Counterterrorism Partnership (TSCTP) 
 Partnership for Regional East African 
Counterterrorism (PREACT) 
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In addition to its direct role in counterinsurgency and 
enhancing counterterrorist defense capabilities to protect itself from 
violent political enemies real or imagined, the government has 
played an indirect role in the production of information and 
disinformation on the topic of terrorism.  It encouraged and actually 
provided private industry with support, some of whose members 
qualify as quasi-governmental, such as the Rand Corporation, a 
private think tank sponsored by the U.S. Air Force, which 
specializes in researching terrorism. Ray Cline, a former senior CIA 
official and previous deputy director at the Georgetown Center for 
Strategic and International Studies stated: 
The organization [Rand Corporation] has long been in a 
revolving-door relationship with the CIA, the Pentagon, and the 
State Department ... many other accredited ‘private experts’ have 
worked for military and intelligence organizations and maintain 
ongoing relationships with them.   
4. ContendingPerspectives on Terrorism: Conflicting Definitions  
 In their book Television Terrorism, Schlesinger et al, point 
out that there are various contending perspectives on the question of 
defining and understanding terrorism.  However, four main 
perspectives can be identified: the "official," the "populist," the 
"alternative", and the "oppositional."  They point out that these 
perspectives do not have equal coverage, explanation and or 
presence in the public sphere, the media and subsequently in the 
minds of average citizens.  For clarity and simplicity these four 
perspectives can be collapsed into two positions:  the official-
populist position and the alternative-oppositional position. 
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The key users of the official-populist definition are government 
officials, conservative politicians and top security personnel.  
However, the perspective is articulated and elaborated by counter-
insurgency theorists, academics and journalists, "who are consciously 
engaged in waging the propaganda war against terrorism”. 
The official perspective de-politicizes terrorism by stressing 
its essential criminality, and by grouping several historical 
movements under the label of international terrorism, thereby 
ignoring the "complexity and specificity of the circumstances which 
have produced these movements”. Today the label applied to these 
historical movements has evolved into one that names Islamic 
terrorism as a key threat, further underscoring the de-politicization 
(de-signifying its roots) and politicization (promoting domestic fear 
and polarization) at the same time in counter-productive ways. 
 Along with de-politicizing terrorism and reducing it to 
criminal behavior, go several other ideas.  Terrorism is labeled as 
necessarily indiscriminate, irrational and psychopathic.  One of the 
key themes of the official perspective is that insurgent terrorism is 
part of so-called radical Islamic strategy for destabilizing Western 
democracies, using ISIS as an example of such without considering 
its actual lack of strategic threat or real ability to fundamentally 
effect change on Western democracies.  Along with this comes a 
tendency for largely leftist groups promoting peace, anti-nuclear 
and environmental movements to be described as terroristic. 
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Additionally, liberal leaning politicians, pundits, and academics are 
described as being “soft” on terrorism, if ever is made a simple 
attempt to explore alternative terrorism definitions, and/or engage 
with so-called terrorists or so-called terrorist sympathizers purely 
for the sake of dialogue and perhaps to gain a better understanding 
of the context in which violence is being committed for a chance at 
a peaceful resolution. They are often themselves labeled as 
terroristic and even more commonly as, unpatriotic. 
 At the same time, the official-populist perspective fails to 
recognize and appropriately label white supremacy and its 
advocates (the KKK, neo-Nazis and some elements in the alt-right) 
as terrorist groups, such as the case in the 2017 Charlottesville, 
Virginia events. While the elite few in society are controlling the 
narrative around what is terrorism, as per their own ideological, 
religious or economic agenda, the masses in society are left with the 
consequences of such a narrow definition. This narrow definition of 
terrorism, including all of its evolutions from the Reagan to the 
Trump administration has resulted in catastrophic failures of 
government policies to effectively address and respond to real 
worldwide, as well aslocal, threats that perhaps should have been 
labeled as terrorism. Had they been labeled as terrorist groups, there 
would have been assumingly many government sponsored tasks 
forces, groups, and actions put into place to prevent and punish 
those involved in such white supremacyviolence, such as there are 
with the so-called Islamic extremist groups.   
The anti-defamation league estimates that in 2015 of the 52 
people killed in the USA from various forms of extremism, 63% 
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were killed by white supremacists, anti-abortionists, or anti-
government factions. Thus, the majority of domestic extremist 
deaths were not in fact perpetrated by any group labeled as 
terrorists, which begs the question as to why some groups are 
labeled as terrorists and others are not. The narrow definition of 
terrorism not only lends to instability and inequality throughout the 
world, but has real life daily dangerous consequences on everyday 
Americans such a Heather Heyer, who was murdered 
indiscriminately by a neo-Nazi at a white supremacy rally in August 
of 2017. Not since the Oklahoma City bombings, the perpetrator of 
which would not currently fit prevailing US definition of terrorism, 
have so many Americans been killed in one year as in 2015 by 
domestic extremism not labeled as terrorism. 
As for the goals of terrorism and its relationship with the 
media, the official perspective is best represented by Professor 
Walter Laqueur of the Center for Strategic and International Studies 
in Washington, "The terrorist act by itself is next to nothing where 
publicity is all”. As Schlesinger et al point out, without press 
coverage, terrorism would be futile and would thus subsequently 
come to an end. . The effectiveness and ethicality of this strategy 
however may be called into question by examining events 
throughout history beginning with the methods used by UK Prime 
Minister, Margaret Thatcher in depriving the so-called terrorist the 
“oxygen of publicity” and essentially banning British media from 
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presenting news out of Northern Ireland and its opposition, cutting 
off the last tool held by those seeking, out of desperation, to make 
themselves heard through the shock and awe of violence. 
 The official perspective is well represented in the area of 
research, with the goals of finding means to win the war against 
terrorism, but as Schmid describes, the attention has been devoted 
almost exclusively to left wing terrorism and questions that would be 
of more interest to the security apparatus than to social science 
researchers. The official populist perspective shares the same 
assumptions upon which the official perspective is based.  The only 
difference is that while the official views "stress the defense of the rule 
of law and assert the political and moral advantages of democratic 
rule” in combating terrorism, the populists are "prepared to drop this 
caveat and call for a full-blooded war against terrorism aimed at 
restoring order by whatever means may be necessary”.  Frequently, 
the populists accuse the media of playing into the hands of terrorists 
and in certain cases governments advocate censorship and restrictions. 
 Conversely, the alternative perspective is presented by civil 
libertarians, critical academics and select journalists.  Generally, the 
alternative perspective challenges the official strategy of repressing 
terrorism. It advocates political change as the only way to deal with the 
root cause of violence.  The alternative perspective is in contrast with 
several elements of the official perspective.  The term "terrorism" is 
redefined to also include the size of state violence in contrast to 
marginal groups' violence "wholesale terror" and "retail terror” as well. 
 The alternative perspective treats insurgent terrorism as if it 
were a tool being used to achieve a political goal.  The political 
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violence carried out by nationalistic groups is considered to be the 
result of the failure of the international community and national 
states to recognize legitimate aspirations.  According to Italian 
professor, Luigi Bonanate, if a society produces terrorism… 
... this means that something is going wrong ...  A society that 
knows terrorism is a blocked society, incapable of answering the 
citizens' request for change but nevertheless capable of preserving 
and reproducing itself. 
In other words, the responsibility for political violence lies in 
the hands of those "who rule rather than those who revolt”. Those 
who argue from an alternative perspective are frequently those, as 
described above, who are put on the defensive by being accused of 
being soft on terrorism.  In relation to the media, representatives of 
the alternative perspective advocate contextual coverage and argue 
for wider access. 
 The oppositional perspective is presented by those engaged in 
politically-motivated violence and by others who share their 
objectives.  They justify the use of violence to attain political ends, 
often out of desperation.  Advocates of the official perspective attempt 
to discredit or block the oppositional viewpoints inasmuch as they 
provide context or rationale for violent acts.  "In that way, the actions, 
which generally result in death and/or injury and damage to property, 
may speak for themselves.  Then these actions could be explained in 
official terms as criminal, barbarous and irrational. 
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 Since the oppositional view provides a different rationale for 
political violence, it poses a direct threat to the state authority. 
Advocates of the official perspective attempt to discredit or block 
the oppositional viewpoints inasmuch as they provide context or 
rationale for violent acts. Then these actions could be explained in 
official terms as evil versus good. Faced with these differing 
perspectives on terrorism, Schmid and deGraaf argue for a neutral 
position in which all perspectives are given fair representation. 
 In accordance with their definition of insurgent terrorism, 
Schmid and deGraaf consider the denial of aggrieved minorities’ 
right to communicate to be the major root cause of insurgent 
terrorism.  Hence, they recommended a new western information 
order that will allow fair access to the aggrieved minorities. 
Where people have gained control over the law, the terror of the 
law has ceased.  When public control over the mass media is gained, 
the media might also cease to serve as instruments of terror.  A right to 
communicate for aggrieved minorities, in turn, is likely to stop many of 
them from having recourse to terrorist violence.  
5. Features of the Terrorism-Defining Elite Actors 
 Terrorism Industry: Government Sector 
 Policy recommendations, expert opinions, and data 
concerning decisions made regarding the terrorism threat are 
developed by agencies and officials formally within and informally 
outside of the US government, as in the Reagan Administration 
when the so-called threat of terrorism had become a featured aspect 
of government policy on account of propaganda with significant 
influence from various sectors.  However, according to Edward S. 
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Herman and Gerry O’Sullivan in their book The Terrorism 
Industry, terrorism was not based on any real or major threat but… 
...rather has been contrived and inflated for ideological and 
propaganda purposes, with a selected focus on retail violence 
designed to obscure and justify further Western-based primary 
violence.  Under these circumstances, the ideological and 
propaganda aspects of terrorism are actually the predominant 
features of policy on the subject, and the government propaganda 
effort will bulk large.  
 Given the greater governmental anxieties over terrorism 
beginning in the 1980s, the buildup of military forces increased 
dramatically.  It was estimated that in 1985 the government was 
spending $2 billion and staffing on the order of 18,000 employees 
to deal with the problem. After a failed attempt to rescue the 
American hostages from the diplomatic compound in Tehran during 
the Carter Administration, the Defense Department established its 
own counter terrorism organization with permanent staff and 
permanent fighting personnel.  In 1984 Defense Secretary Caspar 
Weinberger had convinced Congress that the growth of Special 
Operations Forces (SOF) was one of the administration’s key 
priorities. Between 1981 and 1985 active duty SOF manpower was 
expanded by 30 percent, and was projected to increase 80 percent 
by 1990.  Appropriations for SOFs climbed from $441 million in 
1981 to $1.7 billion in 1987.  These forces integrated counter 
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terrorism capabilities with low-intensity warfare operations 
throughout the Global South.  The authors speculate that low-intensity 
airfare or counterinsurgency was in fact the principal form of counter 
terrorism and that the focus on such high visibility operations as the 
search for Abu Nidal and preventing plane hijackings erects an 
acceptable frame of (public) reference and effectively provide a 
smokescreen for these prime modes of counter terrorism.  
 However high the growth of terrorism spending was during 
the latter half of the 20th century, it pales in comparison to the more 
recent increases. Since the start of the 21st century, US military 
spending on terrorism has grown exponentially. The total amount 
spent fighting terrorism between 2001 and 2016 in Iraq, 
Afghanistan, Afghanistan and Pakistan only was more than one 
thousand, five hundred billion dollars.  
US Government Dollars Spent on Anti-Terror War Efforts, in 
Billions. 
In addition to its direct role in counterinsurgency military 
activities designed to violently protect against enemies, real or 
imagined, the government played an indirect role in the production 
of information and disinformation on the topic of terrorism. It 
supported and enabled, through the provision of funding in some 
cases,private industry think tanks such as the Rand Corporation, the 
leaders of which, touted themselves as experts in the field of anti-
terror. The late Ray Cline who was well known for being the CIA 
director during the Cuban Missile Crisis said:  
These [CIA, the State Department, & the Pentagon] institutes 
and experts work in tandem with government agencies to supply a 
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proper perspective and suitable information on terrorism to the 
public.  They are also important vehicles for specific government 
propaganda. This point is applicable to government-media 
relationships as well, where the government has long used selected 
reporters, papers, and magazines as vehicles for the placement of 
black propaganda.  The government also provides covert financial 
support as well as privileged information to its favorite institutes 
and experts, hiring them as consultants, subsidizing and distributing 
their writings, and giving them publicity in government-sponsored 
conferences, hearings, and press briefings.”  
 The Terrorism Industry: The Private Sector Think Tank 
 Herman and O’Sullivan maintain that institutes and think 
tanks of the Western terrorism industry are individual components 
in a mammoth multinational system, which link together like-
minded individuals in common movements of ideological 
mobilization. “They have collegial ties and revolving door 
relationships with Western intelligence agencies and other 
government bodies, as well as among one another.  
 The big four institutes which operate in many intellectual 
activity and policy interest spheres of the terrorism industry are The 
Heritage Foundation, Center for Strategic and International Studies, 
the American Enterprise Institute and the now-defunct New 
American Century. As terrorism became a perceived area of policy 
interest,” Herman and O’Sullivan described how these mega 
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institutions sponsored experts on given topics to proliferate the idea 
of the importance of these topics acting as their own self-serving 
and self-fulfilling prophecies.  
 Initially, the CSIS fellows were some of the most frequently 
appearing revolving experts of all the think tanks. During the period 
of 1987 to 1989, they made more than 1,200 network and local TV 
news appearances, did more than 1,000 radio interviews, were 
quoted in print almost 2,500 times, and placed more than 2,000 op-
ed pieces in U.S. newspapers.  During national security crises CSIS 
has been known to put its fellows on round-the-clock standby 
rotation to be readily accessible to the worldwide media, as 
described by Cooper and Soley.The fellows remained on 24-hour 
standby during events such the September 11th attacks, the Boston 
Marathon attack, and other such events throughout the USA, and 
the world, to provide ongoing expert commentary in addition to the 
official positions coming out of the government.  However, their 
ability to provide objective and distinct commentary about global 
crisis is significantly called into question, when they are in fact, the 
government, big business and the media all the same.  
CSIS was founded in 1962 with a $120,000 budget. As of 
2016 it has more than 100full-time resident fellows and a $43 
million budget. In the later part of the 20th century fellows have 
included influential people such as Henry Kissinger, Zbigniew 
Brzezinski, James Schlesinger and William Brock. In the beginning 
of the 21st century they include such notable names from the 
government such as Rex Tillerson, Secretary of State; Bill Frist, US 
senate; And from big business they include, James McNerney, 
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Boeing Company; And Muhtar Kent, Coca Cola Company, among 
many.Consequently,the board of trustees at Georgetown University, 
which had been affiliated with CSIS, voted to sever its ties with the 
institute as early as 1986, concluding CSIS was “not adequately 
committed to traditional academic scholarship.” 
That CSIS is represented by a revolving group of individuals 
who hold top level positions within the government, and big business, 
who are media savvy and willing, and who are all defending and 
supporting each other’s positions, poses an obvious conflict of 
interest, and a potentially grave threat to American democracy. CSIS 
is not unique. Similar states of play exist throughout Washington, 
profoundly affecting the fabric of American society and how average 
citizens view the world, and thus how national, state, and local policy 
is developed, knowingly or unknowingly.  
Another prolific, predominantly Republican think tank is the 
American Enterprise Institute (AEI), founded in 1943 by industrialists. 
 With roughly 100 scholars and a $47 million budget, many of AEI 
scholars have similarly served in top level positions from the Reagan 
administration to the Trump administration, in positions of power to 
affect many aspects of policy from the EPA to education.  AEI 
scholar, Antonin Scalia,after serving in several administrations, 
became a Supreme Court Justice, and thus a foundational part of the 
American societal fabric at the highest levels of US judiciary, gaining 
lifetime tenure of power over how the union functions. 
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Many of AEI’s trustees are top officials of corporations. 
 These corporations, a number of which are Pentagon contractors, 
provide a significant portion of AEI’s budget.  Many former and 
current top government officials and appointees, such as Lynn 
Cheney, John Bolton, Roger Noriega, Robert Bork, Jean Kirkpatrick, 
Constantine Menges and Richard Perle, are not only faced with the 
challenge of maintaining objectivity despite their ties to government, 
but they are also now appearing a public subject matter experts on a 
wide range of media platforms since joining AEI. 
Those reporters who are aware of CSIS and AEI’s 
conservative reputation may attempt to liaise with alternative 
sources from the Brookings Institute, the oldest of the think tanks. 
 Though described as “left of center,”  the political leanings of this 
institute is no longer as clear as it once was, being ever more 
influenced by the Heritage Foundation, as pointed out by Rich in 
his 2004 Think Tanks, Public Policy and the Politics of Expertise. 
As far back as the 1990’s while the then  Brookings Institute 
spokesman Stan Wellborn describes Brooking’s economics 
department as full of “antigovernment free marketers,” scholar and 
longtime Republican party activist Stephen Hess received, out of an 
estimated 10,000 calls in 1988, 1,294 calls from 183 news 
organizations.  Reporters calling may not have been aware that 
Hess was also a staff assistant to President Dwight Eisenhower, an 
assistant to the Senate Republican whip, a deputy assistant of affairs 
on urban affairs to President Richard Nixon, the editor of the 1976 
Republican National Platform, and is a member of various 
committees and councils of the Republican party that was largely 
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dominated by neo-cons promoting the idea of a violent, when 
necessary, means to achieve the ends of US hegemony around the 
world. 
The Heritage Foundation additionally has had momentous 
influence over US policy affecting the current war on terror. Many 
notable scholars from Heritage either came from, or went on to hold 
senior positions in the government: Jim Demint was a former US 
Senator from South Carolina; Kay Coles James the former head of 
the US Office for Personnel Management; Edwin Neese III a 
former US Attorney; as well as Steve Forbes, CEO of Forbes 
Corporation all wield enormous influence over policy, media and 
public perception.  
During the Reagan administration, the Heritage Foundation 
estimates that within the first year of his term, 60% of their more 
than 2000 policy recommendations were set forth into motion.  
Furthermore, Heritage was a strong proponent of H.W.Bush’s Iraq 
war, Desert Storm, noting that it was their policy recommendations 
that planned, prepared and largely served to undertake the entire 
operation.  Similarly, they had an equally strong foothold over the 
operations in Iraq following the September 11th attacks. A war 
describe by one of their leading scholars, Joseph Loconte, as a 
“just” and as a “Christian” war. Suggesting that the thoughtful 
planning, attention and coordination of US military actions in Iraq 
have allowed the war to continue without realizing any of the so-
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called “gloomy predictions” of the left such as humanitarian crisis, 
ideological differences between US goals and Iraqi ideals, and 
infrastructure devastation. It is now well understood that, in fact, all 
of these predictions and worse, have been realized on account of the 
war in Iraq, which was highly touted as a reasonable course of 
action for the US government to pursue by the Heritage Foundation. 
Finally, as cited by Politico in 2016, The Heritage 
Foundation is now intimately involved in the forward projection of 
current policy development by largely orchestrating Trump’s entire 
transition team stating that: 
Three sources from different conservation groups said that 
the Heritage employees have been soliciting, stockpiling and 
vetting resumes for months with an eye on stacking Trump’s 
administration with conservative appointees across the government. 
Once source described the efforts as a “shadow transition team” and 
“an effort to have the right kind of people in there.”  
 “I believe that demolishing Hussein’s military power and 
liberating Iraq would be a cakewalk” , is a now seemingly perfect 
example of so-called magical thinking. Kenneth Adelman a 
neoconservative and advisor to George W. Bush with close links to 
the now defunct neo-conservative think tank, The New American 
Century, made this statement while advocating for aggressive US 
policies in Iraq and around the world in an attempt to promote elite 
defined American values, with force, whenever necessary. This is 
reflective of what was perhaps one of the most aggressive and 
prolific Washington based think tanks, co-founded by Dick Cheney 
which was argued by some to be the number one driving force 
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behind the Iraq war. As described by Jim Lobe and Michael Flynn, 
shortly following the September 11th, 2001 attacks against the 
United States, the neo-conservative group strongly affiliated with 
the American Enterprise Institute published an open letter 
advocating for violent and aggressive US policy on terror.  
The letter, published in the Washington Times and the Weekly 
Standard, urged military action to oust the Taliban in Afghanistan 
and to “capture or kill” Osama bin Laden, both recommendations 
widely supported by virtually all U.S. political leaders. But the 
group’s suggestions did not stop there-in fact; PNAC had an 
ambitious number of additional targets in mind, which had little or 
no connection to the actual terrorist attacks. Most notoriously, the 
letter called for regime change in Iraq, “even if evidence does not 
link Iraq directly to the attack.” The letter also proposed taking 
“appropriate measures of retaliation” against Iran and Syria if they 
refused to comply with U.S. demands to cut off support for 
Lebanon’s Hezbollah; argued that Washington should cut off aid to 
the Palestinian Authority unless it immediately halted the ongoing 
intifada against Israel’s occupation; and called for a “large 
increase” in defense spending to prosecute the war on terror. Some 
of the letter’s signers-notably, former CIA director James 
Woolsey and editor-at-large of the 
neoconservative Commentary magazine, NormanPodhoretz, were 
soon calling this new war “World War IV.”  
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c. The Terrorism Industry: The Mass Media 
 Herman and O’Sullivan argue that the American media are 
culpable of not critically investigating the premises and agenda of 
the (Western) terrorism industry, and generally fail to “filter out or 
correct the literal error” of governmental and private propaganda.  
They attribute this in part to the fact that mass media owners and 
employees share the same patriotic bias and establishment interests 
as those held by the federal government and the major businesses 
involved in monitoring and combating terrorism.  
 They claim further that the media’s tendency to tow the party 
line and mirror rhetoric based on the personal, financial or 
ideological agenda of the outlets ownership, as well as consider the 
profitability of sensationalism, is significantly increased on account 
of their dependence on government and other typically large 
corporations for funding. This occurs because the government and 
business make the news and own the resources by which they are 
able to disseminate it conveniently through electronic and print 
media.  Herman and O’Sullivan postulated that this symbiotic 
relationship, predicated upon mutual interest and dependence, 
simultaneously serves the interests of these industries.  
 The mass media automatically suspend any watchdog role, 
observed the authors, and ‘close ranks’ behind the government 
when the state faces a potential conflict with allegedly threatening 
foreign enemies. The media will particularly support the state when 
symbols and words invoking terrorism, foreign figures identified 
publicly with or as political terrorists, Al Qaeda, The Taliban or 
ISIS  are used.  Organizational pressures, a prejudice toward so-
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called patriotism, and the development of non-controversial 
agreement among the establishment surrounding the topic of 
terrorism predispose the media to suspend critical judgment.  Under 
such circumstances, the information industry fails to provide a 
critical analysis or commentary on the state agenda. It thus provides 
the government with a multifaceted conduit through which to 
spread state propaganda on terrorism, and a stopgap mechanism by 
which to limit its critical responsibilities whenever the government 
is used as a source, given the latter’s “policy-interest stake in a 
particular news outcome” on the topic. 
 Similarly, the media rely uncritically on the terrorism industry’s 
private sector. The information industry depends heavily on corporate-
funded think tanks and trade associations created to provide accredited 
experts invested with authority to restate the state’s official line on 
terrorist activity.  In doing so, the authors claimed: 
The media examine neither the role of the private sector of 
the terrorism industry nor the background and linkages of the 
industry’s experts.  Just as they ignore and suppress evidence of 
serious conflict of interest and inherent bias of government 
spokesmen addressing the subject of terrorism, so the media also 
fail to address the limits of objectivity among the private sector 
experts.  And they make little effort to locate alternative 
knowledgeable sources who might contest the state definitions and 
agenda.  These are either invisible to the media, or are excluded for 
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lack of proper accreditation or journalist-interviewer discomfort at 
(and fear of repercussions from) the discordant messages the 
alternative sources would send.  
 In a representative survey of 135 TV and press news reports 
on terrorism from 1975-85, Herman and O’Sullivan reported that 
U.S. officials totaled 42.3 percent of all source citations in the 
articles sampled, and that Western governments made up 55.4 
percent of all sources cited. Sixteen private sector, 
nongovernmental experts were cited 71 times for 24.4 percent of 
the aggregate sample.  Of those 16, 12 were former state officials, 
12 were affiliated with one or more industry think tanks, and only 
one was seem to be an objective source of information without 
inside Washington ties.   In all, the total proportion of government 
and government-affiliated private experts came to 79.8 percent.  
Victims of terrorist incidents who recounted their experiences, 
fears, and reactions to the media accounted for the majority of 
remaining sources.  And beginning largely in the 1990s since a 
large portion of government officials are also affiliated with 
conservative think tanks, as described above,significant conflict of 
interests further emerge.  
  “Eradicate evil from the world,” “to smoke out and 
pursue … evil doers, those barbaric people.” – George W. Bush.  In 
the same way that the communists were the other during the Cold 
War, George W. Bush’s Manichean dualism broadcast live, over 
and over again by those within the media who similarly seek to tow 
the line of the power defining elite, espoused by Bush and his neo-
conservative counterparts allowed the American people to once 
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again to easily determine between good versus evil and feel as if 
they were standing on the right side of history, being a good do-er, 
or at the very least, a supporter of good.  Using mass media to 
appeal to the hearts and minds of the greater American people by 
adapting his language using “us’s”, “we’s” and other sentiments of 
togetherness, George Bush and the neo-conservative factions that 
existed across government, academia, think tanks and media 
institutions furthered the public’s fear of terrorism”, as defined for 
them, from above, and allowed the prolific conservatives to rage 
their war on terror and invade countries throughout the Middle East 
in response to an attack on US soil with which they had no 
connection.  
 O’Sullivan and Herman concluded that the media’s choice of 
sources can profoundly affect the way an issue like terrorism is 
addressed.  A television or newspaper reporter might be able to 
pose questions that would challenge the mainstream assumptions of 
the government agenda on the topic, but powerful sources who 
cooperate with the media on the tacit assumption of respectful 
treatment would resent this.  The authors argued that challenges by 
the mass media of the official government line on terrorism are the 
exception, not the rule. 
e. The Terrorism Industry: The Domestic Front 
 Associate sociology professor Gilda Zwerman’s 1988 article 
Domestic Counter Terrorism: U.S. Government Responses to 
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Political Violence on the Left in the Reagan Era, argued that for 
eight years, beginning with the Reagan Administration’s domestic 
counter-terrorist investigation, counter-insurgency surveillance, and 
arrest of members of terrorist organizations, a narrowly defined 
group of individuals engaged in organized anti-government political 
violence, has provided a pretext for targeting ‘legitimate’ forms of 
political dissent. The article examined the implications of recklessly 
applying the terrorist label in order to pursue specific agendas 
within government institutions, such as the police and the courts, 
that may adversely affect radical leftist groups, but leave alone 
radical right wing groups.  
 On March 21, 1983, Attorney General William French Smith 
promulgated new Federal Bureau of Investigation guidelines for 
conducting domestic security investigations into terrorism.  These 
guidelines dismantled the preceding Carter Justice Department’s 
more stringent FBI guidelines, which were proposed by Attorney 
General Edward Levi and imposed on the Bureau in 1976.  “The 
basic objective of the Levi Guidelines,” Zwerman wrote, “was to 
redirect the FBI away from its interference with the expression of 
political dissent to concerns with criminal investigation.  In practice 
this meant that intrusive methods of surveillance could not be 
authorized on speculation; the more stringent stand of ‘probable 
cause’ -- as opposed to ‘reasonable cause’ -- became the criterion 
for using intrusive surveillance to investigate the possibility of a 
political group’s involvement in illegal activities.”  
 After the 2001 the enactment of the Patriot Act an 
unprecedented level of surveillance of US citizens became 
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permissible. As described by Professor Jeffery Rosen in the New 
York Times, if the Patriot Act had been designed and faithfully 
implemented to truly investigate only likely terrorists, there would 
not have been a constitutional and ethical crisis as such ultimately 
unfolded. Rather as found by the Inspector General of the Justice 
Department in 2007, there were widespread abuses of power and 
authority throughout the FBI and law enforcement who were spying 
on and compromising fundamental expectations of privacy among 
low level criminals, government dissidents, and others without any 
connection to terrorism whatsoever. 
 Charles “Cully” Stimson, a national security expert at the 
Heritage foundation describes the necessity of maintaining the 
majority of the Patriot Act’s provisions to wire-tap and spy on US 
Citizens. Although he proposes it be done in a slightly modified 
way, he continues to promote a specific idea of who is the enemy of 
the United States, and the threat posed.The Patriot Act was said to 
be born out of an attack by radical extremists claiming to be 
Muslim, but according to Rosen, it was largely a neo-con design to 
further the domestic side of the right wing aggressive agenda in 
promoting a way of life based largely white, male, Judeo-Christian 
so-called values. (Rosen, 2011) 
Conclusion 
  To correct some of the problems stemming from relying 
solely on narrow official and populist perspectives on terrorism, 
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developed and propagated by an ideologically motivated triad of 
interconnected power elites, the media should:  
1) Begin to operate using the ideals set forth in the social 
responsibility theory: providing the intelligence of the day to 
the citizenry and acting neutrally and objectively as a fair 
referee among conflicting viewpoints. 
2) Seek out truly objective sources for their investigative 
journalism, not relying solely on the same experts again and 
again. 
3) Since there is no universal consensus on how to legally 
define terrorism, the media ought to make sure to represent 
all conflicting perspectives and all sides to the issue. 
4) Provide contextual and in-depth coverage, since it is the only 
way to properly examine such complex phenomena as 
terrorism. 
5) Remain vigilant guarding against the revolving door , 
remembering their responsibility to serve as a watch dog in 
the public interest. 
6) Develop and implement boundaries on the direct professional 
path between official positions, think tanks and media 
institutions, recognizing the potential for collusion. 
7) Secure permanent and comprehensive funding for public 
broadcasting, while requiring that private media corporations 
maintain full public transparency as to who is funding the 
organization and where their political loyalties lie. 
8) Develop and adhere to a set of standards to guide the 
designation of terrorists ensuring that all groups or 
individuals who meet the criteria are designated as such, and 
none that do not, are not.  
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Motivated by a particular belief in American exceptionalism, 
the terrorism-defining elite have for decades been putting forth one 
unchanging narrative and promoting one unchanging response. This 
response seeks to lasso one group of people into the terror category, 
while completely ignoring those that are often the real terrorists, 
allowing them to roam free through the arena. Subsequently, on 
account of these ideologically-driven terrorism-defining elite 
comprising the power-triad, including government officials, 
academics and think tank professionals, and members of the media, 
the range and diversity of viewpoints regarding the phenomenon of 
terrorism, is severely curtailed, resulting in limited options being 
presented to the US public, and thus the world.  
…the power to define is in fact a political act. A definition 
allows man to understand his environment in a certain way and 
structures the order of things for him. Those who have power to 
define therefore have an interest that their own behavior is not 
negatively affected by the definition. Insofar as others can be 
brought to share their view of things they gain power over others. 
Yet in a democratic society no one’s definition should prevail. The 
same act, perpetrated with the same motives, should be labeled with 
the same word independently of whether it is committed by those in 
power or by those less powerful.  
 
 
